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2020: THE BATTLE FOR THE SOUL OF AMERICA


Every four years voters are told the upcoming election is the most important election of their lifetime. The 2020 presidential election is the election that will not only define the next four years but I believe the direction of our nation for years to come. There is no doubt in my mind that the principles that our nation was founded on are at stake.


Only by looking past President Trump’s tweets and the media’s never-ending critique of him can you stop and appreciate all that he has accomplished in just four years. Whether it’s strengthening our economy through a pro-growth agenda of deregulation, tax cuts, and revising trade agreements, rebuilding our military, enacting criminal justice reform, defending religious liberty, protecting the unborn, or appointing two hundred federal judges—which will undoubtedly leave a multigenerational impact on the landscape of our judicial branch—or ensuring our veterans get the services they have earned, President Trump is leading America and has a tremendous record of accomplishments.


For as much as the left likes to talk about justice and compassion, you would think they would be overjoyed to hear that under Trump, Hispanic-Americans, Asian-Americans, and African-Americans have achieved the lowest unemployment rate ever recorded, while veterans’ unemployment reached a twenty-year low, women’s unemployment reached a sixty-five-year low, 4 million Americans have been lifted off food stamps, nearly 9,000 Opportunity Zones have been built to invest in minority communities, and the FIRST STEP ACT was passed in what was a historic achievement that ended decades of establishment complacency on criminal justice reform. The act addressed the problems of over-incarceration, racially biased sentencing laws, and recidivism that undermined public trust in the justice system—things that the left claims to champion but were largely silent about when Trump got it done. This should tell you a thing or two about the left’s obsession with identity politics when politically advantageous.


President Trump continues to lead the country forward through action and legislation. The progress of the past four years can all be undone in one election.


Four years ago, Senator Bernie Sanders’s socialist policies were still on the fringe of the Democratic Party. Capitalism was still largely embraced as the backbone of our country. Today Sanders’s ideas are mainstream as the Democratic Party is increasingly embracing the tenets of socialism. Democrats who were once considered moderate now face primaries from the far left. They either adapt and embrace the far left or face defeat. Presumptive Democratic nominee for president Joe Biden is no exception.


These are not vague statements about the left. They are quite literally pledges from the party leaders. This past summer, Biden released a 110-page manifesto of platform proposals penned by none other than himself and Bernie Sanders. Ironically dubbed the “Unity Task Force,” the list is riddled with radical policies that will undoubtedly fuel disunity and division. The two not only vow to erase the monumental progress that President Trump has made on tax reform, immigration, criminal justice reform, and the military, but they also promise to replace it with an agenda that embraces job-killing tax increases, costly and burdensome environmental regulations, government-run health care, open borders, and even an effort to “reimagine policing” by adhering to the radical demands of the “defund the police” movement. At its core, the plan seeks to redefine our great nation as a mere tool of oppression—one that rightfully succumbs to “abolish” culture and, in the words of Biden, needs “revolutionary institutional changes.”


It’s not only capitalism that’s at stake, it is also our constitution. For as long as I can remember, I was taught that the guiding principle of the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution was based on the concept of allowing for the free expression—and exchange—of ideas. While I might not like or agree with what someone said, I would fight for their right to express it no matter how much I may disagree with it. Unfortunately, this understanding is fading quickly. More and more, our society has delved into a mob mentality that believes that if you don’t share the prevailing leftist view, then you need to be canceled and pushed out to the margins of society.


In July 2020, 153 prominent writers, artists, and thought leaders signed their names to an opinion piece in Harper’s Magazine titled “A Letter on Justice and Open Debate.” They wrote that “the free exchange of information and ideas, the lifeblood of a liberal society, is daily becoming more constricted.” They further noted that “an intolerance of opposing views, a vogue for public shaming and ostracism and the tendency to dissolve complex policy issues in a blinding moral certainty” was becoming an increasing problem in society. The piece ran in the wake of racial unrest stemming from the killing of George Floyd by a Minneapolis police officer and noted: “we refuse any false choice between justice and freedom, which cannot exist without each other… as writers we need a culture that leaves us room for experimentation, risk taking, and even mistakes.”


It wasn’t long before backlash and even retractions from some of the signers ensued. Something that appeared to be uncontroversial and unifying resulted in liberals having to apologize for briefly making so much sense. Welcome to the current state of American society—one in which all politics is personal and all persons are forced to be political.


As White House press secretary, I said, “Democrats are using every tool at their disposal to get in the way of President Trump’s attempt at making America great again.” At the time, I was talking about the obstruction and boycotts of hearings for President Trump’s cabinet members and judicial appointments, but since then, I have seen it not only in the obstruction to the entire Trump agenda, but also within every aspect of life and in every sector of society. I’ve started to realize just how pervasive and cynical their efforts are. If you’re not actively looking for them, much of it can be easily missed. In fact, there are so many things that we see in our day-to-day lives that we don’t realize.


When you send your kids off to school, you’re probably not wondering whether the teachers are instilling in them values that run contrary to your own. I can guarantee you’re not wondering if the lesson plans include the act of stomping on the American flag or if the teachers are instructed to “explicitly reject and resist” your role as a parent. Those ideas certainly never crossed my mind.


Likewise, your college student could probably graduate with honors and go on to earn a PhD without realizing how indoctrinated they are. It happens all the time—and quite frankly, it explains why we’re seeing so many of today’s thought leaders and academic elites lead the liberal agenda at the local level and on the national stage.


You could binge-watch an entire Netflix series without noticing the underlying political agenda that it’s planting into your subconscious. For many folks, tuning into a late-night show or going to see a movie is a way to unwind. But if you pay close attention, you’ll see that Hollywood is one of the left’s most effective tools when it comes to seeding a political narrative or influencing culture.


You could spend hours browsing social media without knowing that your newsfeed is carefully crafted to present you with the information that Silicon Valley leftists want you to see.


You could spend thousands of dollars at your favorite retail chain, never knowing that your money might be funding a political cause that diametrically opposes your values.


We didn’t get here overnight. Each of these institutions in society has been subtly pushing an agenda for decades.


For the left, it’s all politics, all the time. Our country has become so divided that everything now devolves into politics and pits regular Americans against one another. Too often, politics is brought up and people are forced to choose a side.


Are you going to kneel or not?


Will they go to the White House or not?


Will they apologize?


Will they boycott this company?


I’m no stranger to politically charged questions. My job as White House press secretary was to answer them. But these are questions that reflect the partisan political lens that we’re conditioned to look at everything through, politically related or not.


Working in the Trump White House has given me great insight into the inner workings of one of the most out-of-the-box presidential communications operations in modern history. From the outside looking in, the media would have you believe that President Trump is some out-of-control madman because he doesn’t conform to their definition of what a “normal” president should be. They hate that he refuses to stay inside the lines they have drawn for him and instead prefers to circumvent their outdated legacy structures altogether to talk to the people directly.


Left-wing media figures seem to be in a constant state of manufactured outrage because President Trump doesn’t communicate the same way President Obama did. They would have you believe that their frustrations with President Trump stem from his “unpresidential” style of communication. Like most gripes from the mainstream media, this is far from the truth.


Does President Trump tell it like it is? Yes. Does he let the American people know his thoughts through Twitter? Of course. Has he been one of the most consequential presidents in modern American history? Yes.


The fact is the blue checkmark mafia is really just operating from a place of desperation. They have no option but to cling to their poor attempts at moral indignation to promote a clearly partisan agenda. They despise that President Trump understands that speeches don’t change lives—policies do. Where President Obama talked about relief for the poor and middle class, Trump actually cut taxes. Where Obama gave wonderful speeches about creating jobs, President Trump actually cut regulations and ignited an economic boom.


President Obama might have said the right things, but at the end of the day, President Trump is the one implementing the right policies. The left-dominated media can’t report that, though. If they did they would be betraying their true motivating force, the domination of a liberal agenda. The White House press corps is obsessed with tweets, not results. I have come to discover that the questions they don’t ask, the headlines they won’t write, and the stories they chose not to cover are more telling than what they do ask, write, and cover.


I’ve always known that the media and Hollywood tilted left, but over the last couple of years, I’ve experienced firsthand the tactics of the left to control the narrative and drown out voices on the right within every major American institution. From preschools to college campuses, from corporations to Hollywood, from Big Tech to the media, the left has long dominated the most powerful institutions in America. The mainstream media, while popular to blame, is not the cause; rather, it is a symptom of a much broader and multifaceted effort to dominate culture and derail the Trump agenda.


Working with the Republican National Committee (RNC) and the Trump campaign, transition team, and administration, serving as a Hollywood character cast member, being a target of Big Tech censorship, speaking on college campuses, and raising children in American schools, I have seen the left from many different angles over the past several years. I’ve been on both sides of the newsroom. I’ve been both the strategist and the interviewer. I’ve shaped the national media narrative and have been shaped by it. I’ve been boycotted, protested, banned, and smeared by the very people I had worked with for years. The boycotts didn’t end when I left the White House, though. As you’ll explore in the forthcoming chapters, I’ve been boycotted and protested everywhere from college campuses to bookstores, and maybe the most absurd, a reality dancing competition.


My experience with Dancing with the Stars is indicative of just that. When simply having a diverse group of people with different opinions on the same stage can no longer be tolerated by the left, you know there’s something much larger at stake. It was not the first time I sparked national outrage, and I’ll be lucky if it is the last. Like millions of Americans, I was guilty of the ultimate crime: being a conservative and supporting the Trump agenda.


Just as they’ve done with everything else, the left turned a dancing reality show into a political battleground. For the left, it wasn’t a dancing competition—it was a competition for everyone, that is, except for anyone who they might disagree with politically. They will stop at nothing in their attempt to turn capitalism into socialism, patriotism into globalism, and American values into progressive values. They’re willing to run small businesses into economic ruin, turn academic institutions into harmful social experiment centers, use children as political pawns, and ruin America’s favorite pastimes with political polarization—and they’re leaving a nearly unrecognizable country in their wake.


Democrats realized that attacking President Trump directly doesn’t get results and are instead directing their disdain at his supporters, so we can only expect my experience to become a reality for millions of more freedom-loving Americans who haven’t already experienced it. The subtle tactics are becoming less subtle by the day, and no American can afford to sit back and watch.


As we go through this book, I’ll be pointing out all of the major attacks on our country, from our history to our Constitution to our deeply held values and beliefs, but my hope is that if we stay the course, we can overcome these things. After reading this book, you will have a clear picture of what’s exactly at stake in the 2020 election and beyond. More important, you will become more intuitively aware of the multifaceted forces, both covert and overt, that are being used to sow division in our country and transform these core values established in the U.S. Constitution. The next time you turn on a TV show, send your kid to school, read your favorite newspaper, or browse the web, you will be equipped with the knowledge to understand the past, present, and future of the leftist movement and the wherewithal to uphold your own ideas and defend your own beliefs—which is exactly what our country’s founders meant when they drafted the First Amendment.
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AN OUTSIDER: DANCING WITH THE STARS


Working for President Trump left a lasting impression on my outlook on the intersection of pop culture and politics. He always encouraged people to push the envelope. Without that mentality, he never would have gone from a real estate mogul to reality TV star, and he certainly never would have gone from reality TV star to president of the United States.


He felt that leadership, whether political or not, is about meeting people where they’re at, engaging with them over the things they care about, and then fighting for what you believe in. It’s what allowed him to go against the grain in every industry he was a part of. It’s also his driving force for his current life in public service. He was never one to stick with the status quo or follow the crowd. He recognized that sharing conservative beliefs, or simply being an outspoken conservative in leftist-dominated industries, is harder, but no less important, than sharing beliefs with like-minded people.


As I walk through my entire experience on Dancing with the Stars in this chapter, from my initial conversations with producers to my final goodbye onstage, I highlight the memorable moments, the obstacles, and the lessons I learned along the way. Though each week was different and came with its own unique challenges, I always carried these lessons from working in the White House—the same lessons that encouraged me to dive headfirst into something I never in a million years imagined I would do.


On August 31, 2017, I departed the White House for the last time as an employee. As I walked through the towering black gates, I paused as the metal slammed shut. They seemed unusually loud to me at that moment, and I hesitated just a beat to absorb the magnitude of what remained inside those gates and to reflect on the honor it was to serve. I also knew that this would be the first time in my adult life that I would not be working for a political campaign, the government, or the military. (As with most people who have spent significant time in the political arena, I did have a couple of exceptions to that rule—you could call them small stints “between jobs.”) I was beginning a new chapter of my life, looking forward to exploring new possibilities. The only certainty that I knew was that I had no idea what was to come.


I carved out a nice niche doing some consulting work, doing the rounds on the speaking circuit, making a surprise cameo appearance at the opening of the Emmys in September 2017, and even publishing my first book—The Briefing—in July 2018; it became a New York Times bestseller. I was spending more time with my family and meeting a lot of interesting people along the way, and I was having a lot of fun.


Just prior to leaving the White House, I received a phone call from Deena Katz, one of the co-executive producers of ABC’s Dancing with the Stars. She had tracked down my contact information through a mutual friend, Jason Recher, who had worked for high-profile Republicans including Sarah Palin. Governor Palin’s daughter Bristol had appeared on the show, and Jason had gotten to know Deena. Deena flew from Los Angeles to Washington, D.C., to meet with me and had scheduled lunch for us at the Hay-Adams, a dignified historic hotel situated on 16th Street, on the north side of Lafayette Square, overlooking the White House. It’s a landmark in the nation’s capital, known for having doormen in perfectly pressed suits, polished brass doorknobs, and the scent of fresh lilies filling the air in the lobby. Lunchtime is marked by DC “A-listers” having quiet, confidential conversations. I walked through Lafayette Square and headed to meet Deena to discuss the upcoming season of the show.


As we sat at a table covered with crisp white linens, Deena ran through all of the particulars of the show—how the show worked, how dance partners were chosen, how the practices and preparation were handled. After careful consideration, I had decided the timing was not right, nor did I think it was the appropriate thing to do after immediately leaving the White House. I had already lined up several speeches and appearances and had some leads on consulting opportunities. I was in no position to jump headfirst into something like this, especially considering I was very aware that I lacked any sense of rhythm and would have very little time to prepare prior to launch which would be just a few weeks later.


After leaving the White House, I received quite a few opportunities that didn’t feel right to accept at the time… or ever. I had been offered a significant sum of money to promote a London-based betting system, and I was presented with an opportunity to appear in a commercial during the Super Bowl, among other corporate offers and reality show cameo opportunities that I didn’t think were appropriate. Even the president, after reading a report in the tabloids, asked if I was giving consideration to joining the cast of Dancing with the Stars. No, I told him, I didn’t think it was a good idea at the time and I let him know that I wasn’t a particularly good dancer.


While my initial answer was in the past, I developed a great relationship with Deena. We continued the conversation we began that day at the Hay-Adams. She is kind and caring, yet smart and perceptive—a top-notch professional. She is known for her work on Dancing with the Stars (or DWTS, as the fans call it), The Masked Singer, Celebrity Big Brother, and several other popular shows. Deena has worked in reality TV since its inception with Keeping Up with the Kardashians, a show that she played a key role in creating. She not only has an impressive Hollywood career, but she is also known in political activism circles for her work as an organizer of March for Our Lives as well as one of the executive directors of the Los Angeles Women’s March Foundation. Even though her political leanings are different than mine, we have always found common interests. As we got to know each other, we developed what I believe to be a meaningful relationship. We could respect each other and be friends despite any political differences, a truly novel idea to many. Since our first conversation in Washington, I had come to lean on her and trust her feedback. I had run ideas and opportunities by her that had come my way, and she always gave me sound and constructive advice. I am pretty sure she steered me away from doing some pretty stupid things that the kid in me thought would be “really cool” but would have been professionally (and possibly personally) detrimental.


During one of my trips to Los Angeles, we caught up over coffee and continued our ongoing conversation about my future. One of those talks revisited the possibility of me joining the cast of the upcoming season of Dancing with the Stars. Deena even discussed potential dancing partners for me. I had been very suspect of doing the show as time went on because of my lack of skill and complete lack of any, I mean any, background in dancing. I was literally the guy in the corner at dances growing up and as I grew older the guy hanging at the bar at weddings. In the sixth grade, my music teacher Mr. Mara had stopped music class while I was attempting to play the snare drum and yelled up to me in the back row of the music hall: “Spicer, you have the sense of beat of a steamroller.” As harsh as that was to hear as a sixth grader (I dropped out of music and opted for study hall), he had a point. Needless to say, I wondered if this was really something I could pull off. Admittedly, I was also wary of jumping back into the national spotlight in such a public way.


As the weeks went on, the conversation about me joining the cast had become more serious. I discussed it with my wife, and we wondered how it would fit into the long-term vision of what I was trying to accomplish. Rebecca reminded me that we had not really even finished the first dance at our own wedding. We had taken one group lesson and realized that we could get away with a few turns and then head off to cut the cake. For almost two years since leaving the White House, I had done everything that I thought I was supposed to do. I focused on building a business, doing consulting work—and I had been honored to attend several really interesting events. I had even dabbled in the media world as a special correspondent for the show Extra. But once in a while, you think you should do something so wildly out of your comfort zone that it would only happen once in your lifetime. I had even been a guest judge of a charity event in the Washington area called DC’s Dancing Stars Gala, which consisted of local personalities dancing to raise money for area causes. I realized that as silly as it might sound, DWTS could be the last opportunity to do this type of thing. There are only so many times people keep asking before an opportunity is gone for good. I figured that maybe this was the time to do DWTS. My son was in favor of it, but my daughter, who has become quite a dancer herself, had seen my dancing up close at two father-daughter dances. She cringed at the idea of me attempting to dance on national TV. She was firmly against having her dad join the show.


Deena told me about the sense of family within the DWTS community. Contestants who had appeared together stayed in touch with each other as well as their dance partners. Unlike other reality shows, there was something unique about Dancing with the Stars. Your job every week was to do the best job you could while having some fun. You are not trying to tear someone down or disparage the other contestants. There is no cash prize or long-term contract. No one is trying to become a professional dancer. The winner literally gets a mirror ball trophy, which I’m sure would fetch a good price on eBay from DWTS die-hards, but it isn’t getting auctioned off at Sotheby’s. It is that uniqueness that set it apart for me. Furthermore, it was actually a show that I could encourage my kids to watch.


I kept my decision-making circle close. I bounced it off a couple of friends, mentors, and people who I thought could give me some honest feedback. The last thing I needed was for this to get out and become a story that would end up blowing up the possibility before I had made a final decision. One person I thought could give me an honest assessment was Bruce Hough, who had served as Utah’s national committeeman to the Republican National Committee during the six years I had worked there. Beyond his service on the RNC, he happened to be the father of DWTS alumni Julianna Hough and Derek Hough. “Can you keep a beat?” Bruce asked. “Kind of,” I sheepishly replied. “Well, if you can do that, you can get by,” he said. Admittedly, saying I could keep a beat was a stretch. Bruce was clear that if I worked hard and was willing to take the instruction, I could get by on the dance floor. I also reached out to Tucker Carlson, who had joined the cast in season three, to get his take about the experience as someone on the right. After weighing the pros and cons, he said, “Why not go for it?”


Slowly, I began to lean into the idea of doing it. I called Deena and told her I was in, but I wanted some reassurances because I suspected there could be backlash. I wanted to know when the going got tough, the tough wouldn’t exit stage right. They had told me that over its first twenty-seven seasons, DWTS had several controversial contestants, including swimmer Ryan Lochte, who competed on season twenty-three while being the subject of a spate of negative publicity for fabricating a story that he and two fellow teammates were robbed at gunpoint in Rio de Janeiro—which earned him a ten-month suspension from all Olympic and USA Swimming competitions. His first DWTS performance was interrupted by a protestor who stormed the stage, prompting the show to cut to an immediate commercial break while security tackled the guy.


I asked Deena to arrange a call with some network executives. On the call, they assured me that yes, they had my back and were prepared for any backlash involving my connection to President Trump. Before I gave my final yes, I asked everyone that we all take forty-eight hours to think hard about this decision. I asked the executives to go as high as possible at ABC to share my concerns about what could come their way in response to my casting, including potential boycotts and viewers targeting advertisers. Two days went by, and I was told everyone understood my concerns and was willing to back their decision to invite me to be part of the show.


With those assurances, I decided to join the cast of ABC’s Dancing with the Stars and signed the paperwork.


I tried to pry from Deena, who would be alongside me on the show. DWTS has a tradition of unveiling its cast and celebrity-dancer pairings live on the air on ABC’s Good Morning America. This year, one of the twists was going to be that the celebrity-dancer pairings wouldn’t be revealed to the cast until the first rehearsal and not to the audience until the first live show. She gave me some hints but nothing I was able to decipher with absolute certainty.


On Tuesday, August 20, I boarded a flight from Washington, DC, to New York City, where I then took a car to the Millennium Hotel in Times Square… and that’s where it all began. This was it. Any thoughts about backing out were too late. I was in this.


I checked into the hotel and before I even had time to settle into my room and put my bags down, I was told I needed to go down a couple of floors to report to the tailor. It was a whirlwind. The production crew had taken what was a hotel suite and converted it into a makeshift tailor shop. There were garment racks from one end to the other and clothes hanging on rods with different people’s initials pinned to them and shoes scattered below them. There were people crammed into every corner of the room feverishly sewing, tearing, and throwing fabric, and taking measurements all at the same time. It was amazing to suddenly be thrust into this.


I was quickly greeted by one of the costume designers who started measuring me up and down and pulling suits on and off, all while telling me that within a matter of hours that they would be working through the night to have this ready for the promotional shoots the next day, where all the male contestants would be wearing some kind of formal wear.


After about fifteen minutes of all the measurements being taken, I headed down the elevator to the Gotham Ballroom to check in for what would be the first meeting for the dancers, the cast, and the network executives. After getting off the elevator, I was greeted by the publicity teams from ABC and the BBC. Interestingly, I learned that DWTS was licensed from the BBC, which owns the original basis of the show, called Strictly Come Dancing, the British version of the show.


Walking in, I felt like I was at an awkward high school mixer. I looked around at the thirty or forty people scattered across the room, hoping to see some familiar faces. I didn’t know who was a dancer, who was a producer, or who was just there for other reasons. Keep in mind, I had not watched DWTS prior to this season. I literally could not name a single dancer with the exception of a couple whom Deena mentioned months earlier—and even then it was one thing watching a YouTube clip of someone dancing a routine and seeing them in a cocktail setting like this. Thankfully, Katie Armstrong, who coordinates my various engagements, was with me. She has a keen sense of pop culture, which would help me identify who was in the room. I knew I was going to rely on her to be my guide through this experience.


I looked over and saw one guy who I swore was Chris Kattan, who had been a cast member on Saturday Night Live and a DWTS contestant on season seventeen in 2013. At that point, I had begun meeting the rest of the cast, and within the first twenty minutes I realized it wasn’t Chris, it was actually Sasha Farber, one of the professional dancers. So much for having a clue who anyone was.


Katie had given me a heads-up that Hannah Brown was going to be one of the contestants and that she would probably be getting the most attention of anyone because of the strong following that she had from her recent appearance on both The Bachelor and The Bachelorette. The show had begun to drop hints on its Instagram page, and Katie had correctly guessed Hannah was going to be part of the cast. Katie and I had a running list of who we thought would be joining the show. Notably, I went 0 for 12. Katie was around 2 or 3 out of 12.


Lamar Odom, the Los Angeles Lakers player who had been married to Khloé Kardashian, was easy to pick out because of his height. I also recognized former Baltimore Ravens linebacker Ray Lewis when he walked up and introduced himself. As a lifelong Patriots fan, I had known who Ray was, considering both teams are in the same conference.


Kate Flannery, who played Meredith on The Office, was easy to pick out. I had been a huge fan of the show and always thought her character was hysterical. While a few of the cast members did not make it that night (Christie Brinkley, Mary Wilson, and James Van der Beek), I was basically clueless on who else was going to be on the show.


After about an hour of mingling, we wrapped up and I started to realize that ironically, while I didn’t know most of the people who were going to be on the show, most of them probably didn’t know who I was, either. One by one I began googling each one to get an idea of who they were.


The following morning at the crack of dawn, we all met in the lobby of the hotel and boarded vans to go only a few blocks to the guest entrance of Good Morning America. After entering the building, we were put on a cargo elevator and guided into a room where the guests and dancers waited together (commonly referred to as the greenroom but which is rarely, if ever, green). As we were sitting there, Karamo Brown, who was a cast member of Netflix’s Queer Eye, approached me and introduced himself. He expressed that he was excited to meet me because he was looking forward to having a conversation about the political divide that exists in our country. So far, it had been a really pleasant start to the day.


Producers split the cast in half, took each group to different sides backstage, and then introduced us on-air one at a time. When it came to my turn they showed me a mocked-up podium, which said “Good Morning America, Times Square” on the front instead of “White House, Washington, D.C.” A production assistant signaled me to head out from backstage as the announcer said “Sean Spicer, White House press secretary.” I had taken the podium several times at the White House, but somehow gripping this podium and coming out announcing that I would be a DWTS cast member on Good Morning America was probably more nerve-racking than any time I had done it inside the White House Briefing Room.


We all took our seats, and the GMA hosts began asking each cast member questions about themselves and whether they were excited about the season.


Country music star Lauren Alania, who had been on American Idol, said that she was starstruck when she met Kate Flannery because she had been a huge fan of Meredith on The Office. Amy Robach, one of the GMA hosts, jokingly said, that similarly, she was starstruck when she saw me. Then the host of DWTS, Tom Bergeron, who was sitting next to Amy and GMA’s other host Lara Spencer, followed up by joking that “Sean will be in charge of assessing audience size.” I took it in stride at the time, thinking that part of this was about being able to laugh at yourself. It was a way of breaking the ice, and I left it at that.


Shortly after, we were asked to do a short, fun dance on the floor. It was at that moment I realized that the other cast members had some decent—if not good—rhythm and dance moves. I did not.


Immediately after we wrapped up our duties for the segment, we were put back in the same vans that had driven us there. We drove down the street to Planet Hollywood, where a press line of entertainment reporters was assembled. Instead of the Washington Post, Politico, and others I was accustomed to facing from the White House press corps, I would be fielding questions from Entertainment Weekly, Extra, People, Variety, and Access Hollywood.


The questions were what I had expected they would be: Do you expect to make this political? Do you think this will be harder than being White House press secretary? I kept remarking that I wanted to do something different and enjoy this new experience that would be a reprieve from politics. I was thinking to myself, “Hey, this is actually going pretty well.” Between interviews, I couldn’t resist checking my Twitter feed to see how various people—supporters, political reporters, and those who had criticized me along the way—were reacting. So far so good. This appeared to be going well, much better than I had anticipated. Even Politico’s Playbook PM newsletter left it at “IT’S ALL HAPPENING: Sean Spicer will be on the next season of ‘Dancing with the Stars,’ along with Ray Lewis, James Van Der Beek and Christie Brinkley, because it’s 2019.”


Shortly thereafter, we all piled back into the vans and headed across town to Milk Studios to shoot a series of promotional photos and videos that were going to be used for reenactment cast photos, some individual shots, and several promotional videos for the show. Between the shoots, we changed outfits and also had a little bit of time to slowly get to know one another. Once again, Katie quietly offered me insight as to who various people were and their backgrounds so I could at least strike up a conversation. The area, which was a large loft, was partitioned off with curtains to break apart the various shoots. Off to one side was an elaborate spread of drinks and finger foods. Everything seemed so “Hollywood” to this East Coast native—decaf, almond milk espressos, and vegan gluten-free food items. There were two large black leather couches we all sat in as we waited for our turn to be photographed. As I was about to take a bite of some kind of cage-free sustainably raised ham quiche, Katie stopped me mid-bite and said, “You’re going to want to see this,” showing me her phone with a tweet from the show’s host, Tom Bergeron, that had a statement he had issued right after the GMA announcement. He had taken to Twitter to criticize the producers’ decision to cast me, with a title stating, “Some thoughts about today.” While he never mentioned me by name, the subtext was clear. His statement read as follows:




A few months ago, during a lunch with DWTS’ new Executive Producer, I offered suggestions for Season 28. Chief among them was my hope that DWTS, in its return following an unprecedented year-long hiatus, would be a joyful respite from our exhausting political climate and free of inevitably divisive bookings from ANY party affiliations. I left that lunch convinced we were in agreement.


Subsequently (and rather obviously), a decision was made to, as we often say in Hollywood, “go in a different direction.”


It is the prerogative of the producers, in partnership with the network, to make whatever decisions they feel are in the best long-term interests of the franchise. We can agree to disagree, as we do now, but ultimately it’s their call. I’ll leave it to them to answer any further questions about those decisions.


For me, as host, I always gaze into the camera’s lens and imagine you on the other side, looking for a two-hour escape from whatever life hassles you’ve been wrestling with. That’s a connection, and a responsibility, which I take very seriously, even if I occasionally season it with dad jokes.


Hopefully, when [co-host] Erin Andrews and I look into those lenses again on September 16, you’ll be on the other side looking back, able to enjoy the charismatic pro dancers, the unpredictable judges and the kitschy charm that has defined DWTS since 2005.





I had been prepared for some backlash. Deena had warned me that the first couple of days—maybe the first week—could be met with some snarky reactions but assured me that it would ultimately smooth over and be fine. I just had no idea that the criticism was going to happen that quickly or come from someone who was actually part of the show.


As I was reading the statement on Twitter, Deena slowly approached. I had a funny feeling I knew exactly what she was coming to talk to me about and it was not whether I liked the quiche. I finished the photo shoots, but then we went down a floor and commandeered a conference room, where we were met by other executives from ABC and the publicity teams from ABC and BBC to discuss the statement issued by the host of the show I was joining. Everyone gathered around the table, stunned and bewildered, repeating countless times that they had been caught off guard and would be discussing the post at the highest levels.


While I think I had met a couple of these folks at the meet-and-greet the previous night, I didn’t recognize most of the faces or know each of their roles. I had no clue about anyone’s political leanings in the room (except Deena’s), but based on the general ideology of the entertainment industry I couldn’t help but think how most of these people likely were not pleased to have to be dealing with comments made by the show’s host pointedly against a newly named cast member. Not a single person in that room had even a hint of anything short of a professional demeanor, and they were all extremely supportive in their words and expressions. I could already feel the sense of the family Deena had mentioned. But Tom was the longtime host, and I was the guy they had known for ten minutes. Just playing the Hollywood odds, I wasn’t convinced that the odds were in my favor.


Immediately, my PR instincts kicked in. Instead of thinking of myself as a cast member, I thought about it as a crisis situation and zeroed in on how we were going to handle this as if I were the client. The responses on Twitter had started to pile up, ranging from Tom should be punished to I should be kicked off the show. Inside the conference room, the executives were all clear that they stood by their decision to include me as a cast member. As we began batting around responses, I made it clear that any punishment or retribution for Tom would only seek to add fuel to the fire. Instead, I said that the first thing that we needed to do was make sure that everybody else around the show, meaning Erin Andrews, the other co-host, and the judges, were aware of Tom’s comments and that ABC would be standing firm on casting me. I knew from the get-go I was going to have enough trouble with judges because of my lack of dancing skills, but this was not how I wanted to get to know the judges or anyone else on the show. Talk about tainting the proverbial jury pool. The judges had worked with Tom for years, and the only things they knew about me was that I had been President Trump’s press secretary and I was already the center of a controversy. I was concerned that if any of the others weighed in it would only cause more controversy, which would not be good for anyone in particular or the show in general.


I suggested that our response be twofold. First, the show’s executive producer, Andrew Llinares, would issue a statement simply sending a positive message that saw beyond partisan politics and offered a more reasonable perspective. Andrew would be the voice of this, saying that he was standing by not just me but the entire cast and how excited they were for this season. It could not just be about me, it had to be how excited they were for the entire cast. After we had some back-and-forth and made a few edits, we ended up with, “We’ve got a great and diverse cast. We are excited about the season.” Plain, simple, and to the point. There would be no further comment from the show.


Second, I suggested that I make a simple statement that would praise Tom for his previous service on the show as a host and discuss my hopes for the show being an example of how we could take the temperature down in this country by bringing people together in a fun and respectful way. I drafted a statement, and Melanie Pritchett Fitzpatrick, the head of Dancing with the Stars publicity, helped to share it with some of the entertainment press. My statement said, “I think Tom has been a great host. And I firmly believe when the season is over he’s probably going to realize bringing a diverse group of people together, who can interact in a fun, civil, and respectful way, is actually a way we can move the country forward in a positive way. And it will make this show an example of how Americans can disagree about politics and tune in to good entertainment shows and keep their politics at bay.”


The approach was simple: keep the response short and positive, and try to move forward.


But Tom’s statement had ignited a firestorm. Outrage erupted and a nationwide #boycottDTWS trend broke across all of the major social media platforms. Liberals came out of the woodwork to condemn it, as did some pundits, journalists, and Hollywood elites.


“Don’t Let Sean Spicer Tap-Dance Out of Infamy on ‘Dancing with the Stars’” was the headline of a column by the New York Times’ chief television critic, James Poniewozik. “Letting Sean Spicer tango onto prime time this fall is not the largest disgrace of all time. But it’s still a disgrace. Period,” he wrote in the pages of the supposed “newspaper of record,” just after lamenting about how his column is “probably giving Spicer what he wants, which is attention as he takes one more step toward an imagined life in which he’s no longer a buffoon, where people shrug off his mendacity.”


Vox Media reported that “Sean Spicer is on a post–White House redemption tour, and Dancing with the Stars is his latest stop,” noting that, “while the argument could easily be made that few of Dancing with the Stars’ contestants are true stars and that appearing on the show is just a shallow fame grab, casting ‘controversies’ rarely amount to little more than an eye-roll. In Spicer’s case, however, joining season 28 was seen as an attempt to help erase his unsavory reputation in the minds of many Americans—and the show’s willingness to make him a ‘star’ was seen as giving him a pass he didn’t deserve.” Redemption tour? Really? After almost two years after leaving the White House, this was supposedly my latest stop. What were the others and where was I going next? And can I get a T-shirt and some backstage passes for my friends to this supposed redemption tour?


In a commentary piece for CNN, political analyst Anushay Hossain blasted the show for casting me, arguing, “there’s no saving a man like Sean Spicer, and there shouldn’t be.” Following the first episode, she called the montage of my White House podium highlights that DWTS aired before my performance “nausea-inducing” and asked why “Sean Spicer gets the chance to try to rehab, rebrand and relaunch a whole new image of himself.”


Former E! Network late-night show host Chelsea Handler tweeted, “Sean Spicer joining Dancing with the Stars is proof that America loves giving people second and third chances… if they’re white,” while Scott Dworkin, author and cofounder of the Democratic Coalition, whatever that is, also took to Twitter to air his grievances, writing, “ABC and DWTS are basically helping Trump and the GOP raise money. Disgusting. #BoycottDWTS.” How my participation had anything to do with Trump and the Republican Party raising money still baffles me but it’s not surprising to see them create outrage without any basis in reality.


Even the showrunner (the Hollywood term for “the head honcho”) of one of ABC’s biggest series, Grey’s Anatomy, felt the need to weigh in and proclaim my casting to be a travesty. Krista Vernoff tweeted, “I deeply abhor this decision by the company I work for and truly love” and “This is not cause for celebration or celebrity.” She even tagged Disney CEO Robert Iger and ABC’s account in a plea to reconsider the decision, writing, “It’s not too late to change this plan.” By the way, her comments were in response to a tweet I wrote a day earlier saying, “it’s time to have some fun. Excited to join a great cast and show.”


The day after the announcement on Good Morning America, I headed to LaGuardia Airport to catch a flight back to Washington. I kept thinking about what Deena had told me: the first couple of days, maybe the first week or so, would be tough, but then it would get better. So far the prediction was on course, now I just waited for the part where it got better.


On August 27, I drove to a ballet studio in Falls Church, Virginia, where I was scheduled to meet my dance partner for the first time. Rumors had already started to abound about who was partnered with whom based on where the pros had been sighted by fans. One of the dancers, Cheryl Burke, was spotted in Baltimore right before the season began, which gave everyone a pretty good suspicion that she and Ray Lewis were partners. While I wasn’t 100 percent sure who mine was going to be, I had a pretty good idea based on a conversation I had with Deena. I had requested that my dance partner be married, and because I’m five feet six, be at least a little shorter than I am. Deena and I agreed that I needed to be paired with a pro who was going to have the patience to work with someone like me with very limited skills. While I saw this whole thing as a fun experience, I knew that for the dancers, it was their career. When the six female pros were announced on GMA, coupled with Deena’s hints and rumors about other dancers in different cities, I felt pretty confident that Lindsay Arnold would be my partner.


Sure enough, I was right. From day one, I truly felt like I hit the jackpot with Lindsay. She is a professional in every way. Beyond being an amazing dancer and teacher, she possesses the patience and kindness that someone with my level of skill requires. On a personal level, she was thoughtful, kind, caring, funny, gracious, and all-around a class act. I couldn’t have asked for a better partner.


Prior to Dancing with the Stars, Lindsay was a top four finalist and fan favorite on season nine of Fox’s So You Think You Can Dance. In 2017, she won the coveted Mirror Ball in season 25 of DWTS with singer and actor Jordan Fisher, which, according to ABC, came “after a season full of perfect scores and gushing praise from the judges.” Among her other previous dance partners were former MLB catcher David Ross and NFL linebacker DeMarcus Ware. On top of all of that, Lindsay is an amazing choreographer. In addition to traveling to where I was on any given week, adapting to my schedule, and patiently teaching me to dance, each week Lindsay masterfully choreographed a brand-new routine to the music we were assigned. In my case, Lindsay had to choreograph the best dance she could in the assigned style while taking my personal limitations into account. Clearly, she’s the real deal, and was accustomed to being paired with athletes and entertainers. But now she was paired with a political lightning rod with zero rhythm. As soon as I met Lindsay, I had a tremendous amount of respect for her as a dancer and as a person. I did not want her to get dragged into the controversy that had erupted around my casting.


Cast members (that is, the stars) are given a choice of where they want to practice. Some use the DWTS studio in Los Angeles, but others like me choose to stay close to home and practice where their family lives. In order to stay with my family and keep up with my business obligations, I had chosen to stay in the Northern Virginia area prior to the launch of the show. From that day forward, we would practice up to four hours a day and after moving around from different studios, we began to settle on the third-floor ballroom at the Army Navy Country Club as our home base. The club, which I had joined while I was a lieutenant in the Navy, had been my oasis from all the vitriol I experienced in many public places since I had joined President Trump’s White House. During my time at the White House, it was the only place I could have dinner with my family knowing we would not be bothered. I even escaped to rooms in the club to write most of my first book. The membership—which has a significant number of veterans and active-duty members of the military—is respectful, and the staff is caring, kind, and professional.


The first week of rehearsals was spent learning basic steps, and Lindsay slowly began teaching me pieces of the routine. During these early stages, we filmed a series of interviews that would be used for a video package leading up to our first dance. I was anything but surprised when during the first one, Lindsay described my skills as being at “a pre-pre-preschool level,” and said that I’m definitely not “natural at it.”


A few weeks in, I learned that we would be performing the salsa for the premiere of the show. To be honest, I didn’t know the difference between the salsa, tango, or rumba. I didn’t even know rumba was a dance, and the closest thing I had come to a salsa was a dip served with chips. Lindsay introduced me to the song we would dance to: Spice Girls’ “Spice Up Your Life.” Get it? It didn’t take long to figure out that someone in Hollywood had realized that this would be kind of a cute way for me to enter. That was the first band-aid that got ripped off. Within a few days, she started to talk about what the accompanying outfit would be. She built it up very slowly first. It went from “you’re going to wear a green shirt” to “there’s going to be white pants,” to slowly “it’s going to be a little ruffly.” It was initially going to be all pink. She made sure to note that as if somehow a green, ruffly shirt now sounded better.


At this point, I was trying to think of what it actually could look like. Lindsay looked at me and said, “Come on, Sean. You said you were all in and that you wanted to get out of your comfort zone.” She was right. I was all in, but a green, ruffly shirt was really far out of my comfort zone.


After four weeks of getting the routine down, we left the East Coast and headed to Hollywood for the premiere of the show. My first stop was a tiny tailor shop on Fifth Avenue in Los Angeles where I would meet the tailor who had sewn costumes for nearly every past DWTS season, Mr. Garo and the show’s costume designer Steven Lee. It was the kind of shop you would walk by a hundred times without knowing it, but when you walk inside, every space on the wall is filled with pictures of previous seasons’ contestants. This was the first time I would be seeing my outfit for the season premiere—and it wasn’t tough to spot it as soon as I walked in. Hanging on the hook was the brightest green shirt I had ever seen in my life. What had I gotten myself into?


The next morning, we went to the iconic, twenty-five-acre CBS Television City in Los Angeles, which is known for hosting shows such as HBO’s Real Time with Bill Maher and CBS’s long-running game show The Price Is Right. I was shown my trailer, which was roughly six by twelve feet and consisted of a small couch, a desk, and a little bathroom. I had always thought it would be cool to have a trailer in Hollywood, but I was thinking more along the lines of a big RV size. This was much less glamorous than what I had envisioned.


We proceeded to run through each couple’s routines onstage for the first time so that the camera crew could appropriately set up camera shots for the show—which is actually live—something they referred to as “camera blocking.” At the end of the run-through, I had my next Hollywood experience: my first spray tan. I was pretty certain that nobody would notice how tan I was once I showed up on national television in that lime green shirt. But then I figured that I probably wouldn’t have many weeks to soak up these Hollywood experiences, so I went for it and got a spray tan.


The next day, everything started to feel real—very real. Upon arrival at the studio that morning, each couple was assigned a specific time to practice their routine on the floor. Next was the dress rehearsal, which was the first time we actually put on the outfits and the first time the entire cast would all see each other in them. Walking out of my trailer for the first time in a ruffled, lime green shirt, white pants, and white shoes was a moment that I may never forget. As I traveled from my trailer in the lot, down the hallway of the studio, and onto the set there was not a single person who didn’t gaze at the shirt. I reminded myself, “I’m all in.”


I didn’t think it could get much worse—that is until we started the run through and I saw the stairwell that the cast would be cascading down to for the beginning of the show. One problem that never crossed my mind was my absolute fear of heights. So not only was I dressed in this ridiculous outfit, I was climbing up the stairs to a platform that was twenty-plus feet in the air, with an exceptionally small landing that we all crammed onto, experiencing what may have been one of the most nerve-racking experiences in my life. To add insult to injury, everyone thought I was joking about my fear of heights at first, not realizing that I was literally terrified about climbing up and waiting on this platform to walk out. You don’t just climb up once and you’re done. It’s Hollywood, baby, and I quickly got used to the phrase “that was great, let’s just do it one more time.” And one more time usually means at least ten more times. Yup, one more time climbing those stairs and staring down… in a lime green ruffled shirt.


As the final rehearsal had wrapped up and I headed back to my trailer, I bumped into Erin Andrews outside her office. We began to make small talk about football and the Patriots when Tom (Bergeron, not Brady) came down the hallway. He interrupted the conversation I was having with Erin and said something to the effect of “I just want to let you know that it would have been the same statement no matter who it was.” I simply looked over to him and said “okay” and immediately went back to my trailer.


I had never brought up that Tom had been very critical of my time in the White House, as evidenced by his past tweets about me that friends had forwarded to me. One was a photo of a man cleaning elephant poop with the caption “Watching Sean Spicer’s press briefing.” While Tom had tried to pass off his comments as being about not having any politics in the show, it just was not the case. He had tweeted several times about me during my tenure in the White House. In an August 2019 report, celebrity news site Cheatsheet weighed in on the matter, writing, “Like so many, Bergeron, despite wanting to keep politics out of his show, has taken to expressing his views on social media. Additionally, unlike many in his line of work, the host has given money to Democratic causes,” citing a Daily Beast report that found Tom has given thousands of dollars to Democratic causes, including more than $3,000 to Barack Obama’s presidential campaign alone. For him to act like it was simply a matter of my being a political figure and it wasn’t about me specifically was disingenuous, to say the least. As an aside, the avatar for Tom’s Twitter handle is “BYE DON.” Get it? It’s pretty clear he wants to keep politics out of things.


Later when I was asked by US Weekly if Tom and I had spoken on set, I used the colloquial phrase “we bumped into each other” in the hallway. US Weekly ran a story with that detail in it, but then ScreenRant took that quote and ran the headline “Sean Spicer (Kind of) Got Physical with DWTS Host Tom Bergeron After Backlash,” the story went on to say. “The two were said to have had a meeting of the minds during an altercation in the hallway.” Not only was this patently false and a total mischaracterization of what happened, it’s just another example of the media undermining what I had set out to do with the show. I thought we could prove that people from different backgrounds or with different beliefs could get along, and many in the media did not want to see that happen.


I truly still believed that the show would be a rare reprieve from not only politics and policy, but also from the stresses of day-to-day life. For two hours a week, Dancing with the Stars provides families with a unique, family-friendly opportunity to come together, escape, unwind, and relax.


My fellow contestants and I all came from unique and diverse backgrounds, yet the show created a sense of unity. We were all proud of the causes we supported and the policies we believed in, but no one was trying to win anyone over by participating in this show. I continued to understand what Deena had meant by the show being a family. None of us knew each other for long but we all understood the common goal and purpose of the show.


Needless to say, I was holding my breath leading up to the show. I had been scheduled to perform seventh that night and sure enough, my turn came. Tom Bergeron began by telling the crowd, “We got one former White House press secretary and only two former champions left, Emma and Lindsay.” The intro video began, officially revealing Lindsay to the audience as my partner and showing clips of our journey thus far. I expressed that my political career gave people a very one-dimensional look at who I am as a person and that I was excited to branch out of that and try something new. Lindsay talked about how “the internet kind of broke talking about Sean Spicer being on Dancing with the Stars” but said she’s “looking forward to forming my own opinion.” That meant a lot to me, and I thought this was a great way to kick off the season despite the media backlash.


I began my routine on the stage in the blinding fluorescent-green blouse, whacking on a set of bongo drums to the Spice Girls. Remember, I hadn’t played drums since the sixth grade so this was not exactly graceful. I ended the performance in a knee slide. Knowing I wasn’t going to wow the crowd and the judges with my salsa moves, we—okay, Lindsay—thought that a knee slide at the end would add some pizzazz to the performance and just maybe distract from the moves. I was actually really concerned that if I didn’t nail the knee slide the whole thing would be off. Unfortunately, we don’t get judged on these slides because if we did, I think I actually would’ve gotten a couple of points on that. When the dance was over, and I had completed the knee slide, I breathed a sigh of relief because it had felt like the longest minute and a half I’ve ever experienced.


My first critique came from judge Bruno Tonioli, who told me I was “going bonkers on the bongos” and looked like I was being attacked by a swarm of wasps. Ironically, while that was true, I thought it was interesting that I was being judged on my bongo playing rather than dancing, although I’m not sure which was worse.


Next was judge and choreographer Carrie Ann Inaba, who followed up by saying, “I’m going to give you Best Fluorescent Shimmy of the night.” I was definitely expecting worse, so this was a pleasant surprise and of course made me laugh.


I wouldn’t find out until later that the green shirt had started to trend on Twitter and become a meme.


And finally, judge Len Goodman concluded by saying, “I admire your courage coming on this show” and “as the others have said, you brought fun to the ballroom. Well done.” That was pretty much the equivalent of the southern expression “Bless your heart.”


To probably everyone’s surprise, including my own, I didn’t receive the lowest scores of the night. The judges awarded me 12 out of 30 points, just ahead of Lamar Odom, who barely fared worse with a total 11. Luckily, no one gets kicked off on the first night so I knew that I would live to fight another day.


At the end of every show, each couple goes down a press line to talk with various entertainment outlets, and this would be the first of the season. Up until this point, everything was going great. The cast had a blast and the audience was ready for more. Unfortunately, while we had come together, I quickly realized that some in the media sought to pit us against one another.


The types of questions that were asked by reporters after this show and the ones to come revealed just that. While some revolved around my shirt and how my performance was, my fellow contestants and I were routinely asked about the “controversy” surrounding my casting and sometimes about the ramifications of President Trump’s administration instead of our dances.


The Hollywood Reporter, for instance, didn’t hold back when asking my competitors about the “Spicer backlash.”


Summarizing a conversation I had with reporters, they wrote, “Even if people can forget the current political turmoil for two hours while they’re watching the show,” THR pointed out, “after it ends they’re still faced with the ramifications of the policies set by Spicer’s former employer” and “Though THR spoke with two other contestants about the Spicer backlash—one claimed (or feigned) ignorance, and another said Spicer was polite to his fellow contestants—a publicist asked that the questions about Spicer be relayed only to him.”


Some cast members endured backlash just for having a civil conversation with me. As I noted earlier, I had a very pleasant conversation with Karamo Brown, who is an outspoken LGBTQ advocate and liberal policy supporter, before the season started about how he was excited to engage in a dialogue with me on how to bridge our political divide. When backlash to my casting first ensued, he sent a tweet, saying, “I’m excited to sit down with him and engage in a respectful conversation” and in another interview, he noted that I seemed like a nice guy. This was all he said publicly about me, but it was enough to rile up the left. The backlash was so bad that he deactivated his Twitter account and disabled Instagram comments at the time. He told Entertainment Tonight that he and his children even received death threats over it, including one involving his son being chased by someone in a car who was screaming about his father. When the backlash to his comments ensued, he said, “I started this show with people telling me, ‘You’re horrible, you’re crazy, you’re stupid.’ Because I showed someone who has a different political view than mine kindness.”


The irony was that while we had several really pleasant conversations about life, none were ever actually about politics. Imagine that—two people enjoying each other’s company and not discussing politics. It was some folks on the left, who preach tolerance and inclusion, who attacked a black LBGTQ contestant for merely hoping to engage in a civil discussion to understand each other.


These attacks were absolutely wrong. For anyone on either side to attack him, let alone his family, for being open to having a conversation with someone is absurd.


You can tell a lot by how liberals in the media think by looking at how they frame situations like this and what they decide to run as “news.” Time magazine, for instance, felt it was somehow newsworthy that Karamo and I got along, and published an article titled “Post–Dancing with the Stars, Karamo Brown Continues to Support His New ‘Friend’ Sean Spicer.” The second sentence states, “While speaking with reporters, Brown said that he and Spicer have formed a bond despite being politically opposed.” The fact that they deem this to be anything other than a normal, civil interaction says a lot more about them than Karamo or myself. It’s sad that the idea of two people wanting to engage in a civil conversation is “news.”


In many ways this is the problem; the media bemoans the lack of civility but then creates outrage about people being civil. I am happy to engage with anyone who wants to have a civil and respectful conversation. That’s my bar. I don’t care about your political leanings, who you voted for, or anything else. Notice you didn’t see anyone on the right bemoaning me for engaging with Karamo; it was the left attacking him for daring to be decent and kind.


After wrapping up the press interviews, I got in the car to head to a birthday celebration for one of the professional dancers. This was the first time I had gotten a chance to look at my phone and check in with my family to hear what they thought. A good friend of mine, Elizabeth Manresa, had been out with my wife, children, and some of our close family friends to watch the debut of the show. (Elizabeth is responsible for introducing me to Rebecca all those years ago.) She had taken a video of my kids watching my performance and sent it to me. As I noted, my daughter’s biggest concern was that I would embarrass her (I can’t say it was unwarranted), so I was very interested in seeing what her reaction was going to be. After watching them in the video remark that I had done well, I teared up, knowing all too well that embarrassing eight-year-old kids was probably the worst thing I could have done. Watching the reaction of my two children is a moment that every father cherishes. ABC’s viewers may have seen the scores I received from the three judges in Hollywood, but it was my children’s reviews that really mattered. In their eyes, I had scored all tens.


As I was exiting the car, TMZ took a picture of me getting emotional and reported that I broke down in embarrassment, assuming somehow that I was ashamed of my performance when in fact, I was actually excited about my children’s response, which I explained to them as I got out of the car. TMZ’s story was initially headlined “Sean Spicer Breaks Down Crying After ‘Dancing with the Stars’” but was later changed to “SEAN SPICER SEEN CRYING AFTER ‘DWTS’ PREMIERE… Not Sad, Tears Of Joy!!!” Notably, their tweet of the initial story wasn’t removed, and still states, “Sean Spicer danced his heart out, and then proceeded to cry.” The story had already been picked up by several other outlets by the time TMZ’s story was somewhat fixed, and the truth about why I had teared up was buried in the body of most of the stories, if at all.


Despite some of the initial reporting, I was optimistic about the rest of the season. I also wanted to use this opportunity to benefit two veterans organizations. I sit on the board of the Yellow Ribbon Fund, which provides resources to the caregivers of our wounded service members, and the Independence Fund, which provides track wheelchairs to injured service members who have mobility issues. I had reserved tickets to the show specifically for these groups. The idea was to give veterans, caregivers, and volunteers a night out in Hollywood to thank them for their service. It was an honor to meet many of these great vets and their caregivers when they came to the shows, including Melody Butler and her family and many others from the Yellow Ribbon Fund Keystone Program SoCal. Meeting these amazing people was one of the highlights of my experience on DWTS.


Realizing that the green shirt had trended, I thought it would be a good idea to auction it off and donate the money to these two organizations. I joined Fox & Friends to announce the auction, and we raised over $4,000 to be split evenly between Yellow Ribbon Fund and Independence Fund.


The next week was my forty-eighth birthday. My mother, wife, and kids flew out to Los Angeles so they could see the show. I certainly did not want to be eliminated with them in the audience. During the final dress rehearsal that week, the crew wheeled out a giant birthday cake for me. The cast and crew sang happy birthday, and Lamar counted the candles, reminding me how old I was.


This week, I was assigned a tango to the song “Shut Up and Dance” by the band Walk the Moon. I felt like I had paid my dues and I needed to take a much deeper interest in what I would be doing and what my outfit looked like, which ended up being a much simpler white and black jacket with black pants. Phew, no ruffles.


When I faced the judges for the second time I received the following scores: Bruno—5; Len—5; Carrie Ann—6, totaling 16, which put me fourth from the bottom. Keep that in mind—while I still recognize my lack of skill, I was hardly at the bottom despite the emerging media narrative.


The moment of truth came. Announcing who would be saved in no particular order, as they like to say, the judges proceeded to name Lamar Odom and Peta Murgatroyd safe, followed by James Van Der Beek and Emma Slater, Ally Brooke and Sasha Farber, and Karamo Brown and Jenna Johnson. Four couples safe, four to go.


I didn’t think I would last long on the show but I wanted to get through at least one elimination. It wasn’t lost on me that I had some political detractors who were eager for me to get kicked off early in the season. Furthermore, my early elimination would help feed the narrative being driven by many reporters. As I listened to the names being called, I kept hoping I was safe. Early on in the show, the protocol had been that the eliminated couple left for the airport immediately after the show (they asked every couple to bring a change of clothes to each show) and flew overnight to New York to appear on Good Morning America the next morning. I did not want to have to leave my family there in California on my birthday and fly to New York City for my elimination interview.


Thankfully, Lindsay and I were the next couple to be announced safe. The judges’ scores combined with the viewers’ votes had kept us out of the bottom two. The bottom two couples of the week were Ray Lewis and Cheryl, and Mary Wilson and Brandon Armstrong. When it came down to the judges to choose which couple to save, Carrie Ann chose Mary and Brandon, followed by Bruno, who chose Ray and Cheryl, and Len, whose deciding vote also went to Ray and Cheryl. That meant Mary Wilson and Brandon Armstrong would be the first to be eliminated. I had gotten to know Mary a little bit, and I was sad to see her leave. We had enjoyed lunch together a few times, where she would regal me with stories about her time with the Supremes. Getting to know her, a true music icon, and listening to her stories was a real highlight for me.


After taking a deep breath, realizing I was saved and would stay on the show for at least one more week, I did another round of the post-show press, and my family and I headed to a local restaurant in the Grove—a shopping area a block from Television City—to celebrate my birthday and for making it through the first elimination.


Hannah Brown’s birthday happened to be the next day, so the show surprised us both by bringing out cakes for each of us. Of course, my cake was in the mold of the lime green ruffled shirt, which by that point had become famous on the internet. It was truly a great time and was probably the most attention I’ll ever get for a birthday but ironically, little of it had to do with me as much as it did that I was standing next to Hannah Brown as we blew our candles out together. Many of the contestants, dancers, crew, and friends of the show cast were all there. I was excited to see that Shark Tank star Robert Herjavec was there with his wife and professional ballroom dancer Kym Herjavec, along with several notable reality TV stars who were friends of Hannah, as well as Sailor Brinkley-Cook and her mother, Christie Brinkley.


The next day, photos of the event in the tabloids showed up and I had people texting me how cool it was that I celebrated with “Bachelor Nation.” Huh? I called Katie. “Didn’t you know that Colton Underwood, Cassie Randolph, and Demi Burnett were there? They were all on past seasons of The Bachelor and various spinoffs,” she informed me. I clearly had no clue, but apparently everyone else did.


Week three’s theme was Movie Night. I would be channeling John Travolta for a disco cha-cha to “Night Fever” by the Bee Gees, a routine inspired by Saturday Night Fever. As I flew home after surviving week two, I watched YouTube clips of the movie, trying to get a sense of some Travolta moves. In one clip he bounces down to the floor back and forth on his knees. I texted the clip to Lindsay, writing, “I think I can pull this off,” to which she replied, “Sure, we can try.” I could almost sense the hesitancy, or maybe it was laughter in her text. As it turned out, I could not even come close to doing it but I did okay when show night rolled around. Len told me I “mastered the roly poly” and gave me a score of 5—as did Bruno and Carrie Ann—totaling 15 out of 30. Not that I’m complaining but compared to the week before I thought I had improved.


I knew from the first day of DWTS that I was not going to be a great dancer, but if I had any chance of survival I needed to focus not on the dancing side of the scorecard but the viewer voting side of the scorecard. Considering my background in political campaigns, I decided I was going to work the voting side by engaging directly with viewers (and recruiting potential viewers)—and remind them to vote each Monday night—much like a campaign. I launched a website, spicerarnold.com, where my friend Matt Mazzone made a spoof “campaign ad” that touted the reasons to vote for Spicer Arnold 2019. A voice-over artist narrated the “campaign ad” that said: “For 28 seasons Dancing with the Stars has had plenty of great dancers, full of rhythm and moves. This fall, let’s finally vote for someone who represents people like us. Whether it’s the waltz, cha-cha, salsa, or freestyle, Sean Spicer is the dancer we can be proud of, he will do whatever it takes to bring home that mirror ball. ‘I’m going to fight for every American who has been overlooked or forgotten because they lack rhythm or moves.’ This fall, vote Spicer Arnold. Call, text, or click. ‘I’m Sean Spicer and I approve this message.’” I made up T-shirts, hats, and yard signs (all of which were available for sale and all proceeds went to the Independence Fund and Yellow Ribbon Fund). I had developed a list of high-profile people who have a lot of Twitter followers and email lists and started to get the message out that I would appreciate their support. Specifically, I asked them to please text SEAN to 21523 beginning Monday night starting at 8:00 p.m. Eastern Time. I even released a video of “endorsements” that included actors Scott Baio, Dean Cain, and Kristy Swanson, Patriots Hall of Famer Matt Light, My Pillow CEO Mike Kindell, and country music star John Rich.


Like every campaign, this was going to be about developing core supporters and turning them out on Election Day, or in this case show night. This was going to be a very similar proposition. I needed to know who I could count on, who could rally other folks, and to make sure that not only did they support me or retweet me but that they actually cast all 20 of their votes (10 via text; 10 online). Conservative leaders like Donald Trump Jr., Kimberly Guilfoyle, Dan Bongino, Pete Hegseth, Mike Huckabee, Sara Carter, Arthur Schwartz, Jesse Watters, Sarah Huckabee Sanders, Kristy Swanson, Scott Baio, and many others. I even got my old colleagues involved, like Reince Preibus, who had been the chair of the Republican National Committee and White House chief of staff. All were part of the “core campaign team.”


I also met with several young YouTubers and TikTokers through my friend Michael Gruen, including Jason Wilhelm and brothers Maverick and Parker Baker, who wanted to help. I invited some of them as guests to the show, and they posted on their TikTok accounts asking their millions of followers to vote for me. On November 22, just over a week after my elimination on the show, I made my first TikTok with the help of YouTuber and former managing director of an e-sports organization Jason Wilhelm, who has the handle @General. I joked about being new to the platform, saying, “I’ve got The General here, he’s going to give me a tutorial, get the troops in line,” but it’s safe to say Business Insider wasn’t laughing. The outlet ran a full-page story on November 23 dedicated to my debut on TikTok, lamenting, “The new account also fits in with Spicer’s new ‘fun’ public persona post-White-House, which has included a three-month stint on ‘Dancing With The Stars.’” Here we go again with the criminalization of me having… fun? Gasp. As a side note, I have since deleted my TikTok account because of its connection with communist China.
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Getting past week three was something I had not planned. In fact, I had been scheduling meetings, speaking engagements, and events for most of October and November, with the expectation that my run on DWTS would end early in the season. Instead, I was having to reschedule everything. As my monthly Navy reserve weekend approached I called my commanding officer, Captain Jim Polickoski. “Sir, this may be the oddest request you have ever heard, but I have made it another week on Dancing with the Stars and would like permission to reschedule the upcoming drills,” I asked. Sure enough, it was a first. Fortunately, he granted permission.


The mock campaigning continued through week four. Lindsay and I performed a paso doble set to “Bamboléo” by the Gipsy Kings. Carrie Ann Inaba said the dance was “not as militant” as the previous week (don’t tell that to the New York Times columnist who slammed my “militaristic” and “cold brutality” dancing style), and we picked up 21 out of 40 points with the judges’ scores: Bruno—5; Len—5; Carrie Ann—5; and guest celebrity judge Leah Remini—6. Leah had been a contestant on season 17 and was a star on the CBS show King of Queens. After I finished my routine, she offered some kind words of encouragement, which I really appreciated. At the end of the night, the viewers’ votes had come in and saved me from elimination once again.


Week five came in the blink of an eye. It was Disney week. We shot the opening numbers in Disneyland, but we had to work in the overnight hours when the park was closed. It was surreal being in Disneyland at a time when no one else was there. The entire place was shut down, yet all the lights were on. The magic of Disney was alive. The Disney cast joined us as we taped the opening number for the upcoming week. Funny enough, the cast members never broke. You could ask them the most outlandish question at four in the morning and the Peter Pan and Wendy characters still answered as Peter Pan and Wendy.


Each team had been assigned a song from a Disney movie for their next dance. Lindsay and I would be doing the quickstep to “You’ve Got a Friend in Me” from Toy Story 3. I was dressed as Sheriff Woody, and Lindsay was his counterpart, Jessie.


During a pre-show interview, I shared that I would be dedicating the performance to my father, whom we lost to pancreatic cancer in 2016, as well as all fathers who are suffering from cancer but are still being the best dads they can be. A few years ago, Rebecca and I took the kids along with my parents to Disney World in Florida. As a family, we had all ridden the Buzz Lightyear ride and had a blast. It was definitely one of our favorite rides. So Toy Story really had a special place in my heart. It was one of the great memories I have with my dad, mainly because I watched him have an incredible amount of fun with my children. My deepest sadness when my father died was knowing that he would not be able to share more moments like those with his beloved grandchildren over the coming years.


While the performance earned our highest scores to that point (our first 6 from Len and Bruno and our first 7 from Carrie Ann) and a positive reaction from the audience, the self-proclaimed dance critics in the mainstream media were not as easy to please. If you thought such a harmless performance would be enough to keep them from spewing divisive political vitriol, you thought wrong.


Vanity Fair Hollywood writer Laura Bradley was so outraged after watching the episode that she wrote, “Spicer’s horrific, lime green-clad debut was not enough to send him home, and now ABC is allowing him to tarnish even Sheriff Woody’s good name,” in an article titled, “Who Let Sean Spicer Play Woody From Toy Story?” Pause. A couple of things here: ABC was allowing me to tarnish Woody’s name? I am sure Sheriff Woody is a great sheriff and theoretically a good character, but let’s just remember that we are talking about an animated character. Anyway, Laura Bradley’s recap of the performance began with a nod to the president’s impeachment inquiry. “As the president continues to battle his impeachment inquiry, the man who once routinely lied on his behalf took to the stage Monday night dressed in full cowboy gear, including a sheriff’s star, to dance his quickstep to a fast-tempo version of the Toy Story standby ‘You’ve Got a Friend in Me,’” she wrote. “The judges were pleased. As judge Carrie Ann Inaba put it, “You give good Woody!” Spicer ultimately walked away with a 19/30 score. He dedicated the dance to his father, who died of cancer in 2016.”


“At this point it seems safe to assume the rest of Disney’s most beloved characters are hiding in the vault, praying they won’t be next,” she concluded. Stop for a moment and think about what she’s saying. I thought I had simply dressed up as a Disney character for a reality dance show.


In another article, titled, “Sean Spicer Goes Full Woody From ‘Toy Story’ in Bizarre ‘Dancing With the Stars’ Performance,” the Daily Beast’s senior writer Matt Wilstein wrote that the emotional moment of me getting choked up while paying tribute to my father was “undercut ever so slightly by his preposterous costume.”


In a stunning act of bravery, the New York Times dedicated an entire column, titled “No, Sean Spicer Really Can’t Dance,” to my poor dancing skills. Dance critic Gia Kourlas described my final performance as “militaristic,” and betraying “cold brutality.” Remember, this is the New York Times we’re talking about—and the dance critic who normally writes about the New York City Ballet and Lincoln Center performances. I actually found some humor that she even wrote about my time on a reality show.
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